Abstract This paper offers a discussion of the literature of an under-developed area of early years research-the exploration of childminding or home-based childcare and the contribution which this form of provision makes for children and families. Despite growing interest in childminding at the policy level and some international research on understanding home-based childcare settings and practices, there remains a relative dearth of studies conceptualising and reviewing the extant literature. This paper addresses this gap by presenting the findings of a comprehensive database search for literature and a review of published international work from 1990 to 2013. It offers a conceptual analysis of the notion of ''home-based childcare'', with a focus on understanding caregivers' practices, and the key issues and debates that characterise the field. The paper argues that home-based childcare not only offers a specialist type of service as family support, especially for vulnerable families, but that it provides a form of pedagogical approach to children's developmental and educational outcomes that is distinct from any other types of early years care.
Introduction
Over the last decade, developments pertaining to early years provision and the child care needs of working parents have become an integral aspect of social and economic policy in England. The Children and Families bill (Department for Education [DfE] 2013), which aims to ''encourage growth in the childcare sector'' specifies an intention to ''substantially increase the supply of high quality, affordable and available childcare and introduce childminding agencies to help more childminders into the market''. The bill has been seminal in moving childminding, also known as home-based childcare, to the forefront of policy and research discussions. A key impetus is the drive towards the expansion of childminding services with greater autonomy for childminders to work independently and ''operate and grow their business'' (DfE 2013, p. 37) .
Within this context, the purpose of this paper is to discuss the findings of a review of the research undertaken in the UK and internationally on home-based childcare-a term used in this paper to refer to a type of provision where the caregiver provides a service of paid care for a child or group of children in their own home. This arrangement would typically include preschool children aged from birth to 5 years, a group of mixed-age children, or at times older school-age children who attend as a form of after-school provision. Country profiles from OECD countries demonstrate that home-based childcare in countries such as the UK, France, Denmark, Italy and the Netherlands remains popular particularly with dual income families to supplement their childcare requirements (OECD 2006 (OECD , 2012 .
Methodology
This paper is informed by a comprehensive review of literature on home-based childcare, that is non-parental, nonfamilial childcare arrangements offered in the provider's home. Gough et al. (2012) describe the process of reviewing literature as the art and science of collecting, analysing and synthesising different types of knowledge, essentially ''learning from what others have already studied'' (p. 1). Informed by this methodology, the research involves three primary activities: searching and identifying the relevant research, critically appraising and analysing the literature, and bringing together the different knowledge to construct an analytical discussion and critique. To set a manageable scope, the review was framed by three main questions:
1. What are the issues and debates that characterise research around home-based childcare? 2. What characteristics define effective home-based childcare? 3. What are the experiences of young children in homebased settings?
A first stage literature search was carried out using the following key descriptors: childminding, childminders, family day care, family child care, and home day care. The search entailed the use of the five research databases: Education and Resources in Education Index (ERIC), Taylor and Francis Educational Database, British Educational Index, Australian Education Index, and Educational Research Abstracts (ERA) Online. The inclusion criteria included those items published in the English language from 1990 to 2013 and a wide range of publication types: academic journals, government and third sector research reports, books, handbooks, manuals and guides for childminders. In addition, a few seminal studies carried out in the UK in the 1980s were included. The search produced 278 items from countries including the UK, US, Australia, New Zealand and Canada. The review process was then refined to identify papers that dealt substantially with childminding practices and which related more explicitly to the structural (e.g. child ratios, number of children, caregiver's qualifications) and process (e.g. caregiver practises, children's experiences and caregiver-child interactions) features that characterise childminding. A summary of the selected literature reviewed is provided in the ''Appendix''.
The search revealed significant variations in the descriptors used for home-based provision across countries. For example, literature from the US, Australia and New Zealand uses the phrase ''family child care'' or ''family day care'' to refer to a service of care for young children in a home setting, usually provided by a paid caregiver; although in a few cases, unpaid caregivers who are family members are also included (Arnett 1989; Bowes et al. 2009; Doherty et al. 2000; Hughes-Belding and Hegland 2012; Koh and Neuman 2009) . In some European studies, the terms ''in-home childcare'' or ''home care'' are used while in the UK, the term ''childminding'' is commonly applied to paid, home-based care services that are provided by registered, independent providers in their own homes setting (Freeman and Karlsson 2012; Lekhal et al. 2011; Mooney and Statham 2003; OECD 2006) . For the purpose of this paper, the terms childminding and home-based childcare are used synonymously, although it is important to problematize its conceptualisation and acknowledge that ''home-based childcare'' represents a range of organised care arrangements taking place either informally or formally when a child or group of children are cared for in the caregiver's domestic premises. It is also important to recognise that internationally, the organisational structures and systems of home-based childcare vary considerably according to country-specific policies and regulations. The review also revealed that research on home-based childcare practices is relatively recent, with sporadic studies emerging during the 1980s and early 1990s before the topic attracted wider interest. Since then, studies have been concerned with structural features and the role of homebased childcare within a mixed economy of provision, rather than the process, contextual day-to-day interactions experienced by children. The relative dearth of literature around process features serves to limit opportunities to generalise or draw conclusions about home-based practices. What it does demonstrate however, is the importance of establishing a summary review of extant understandings about home-based childcare practices, in order to better understand the knowledge base and gaps so that the relevant body of literature may be critiqued in meaningful ways.
Reviewing the Literature
There is established research which shows that the quality of the childcare and education environment play an important role in children's development (Policy Exchange 2013; UNESCO 2007 UNESCO , 2014 . It is widely accepted from longitudinal studies conducted in the UK and the US that children's care and learning experiences during the early years are related to their later developmental outcomes (NICHD 2000; Sylva et al. 2004 ). However, we also know that the nature of the early years environment shows wide variation in terms of overall quality, children's experiences, caregivers' practices, and type of setting.
Home-based childcare is distinct from any other type of provision. It offers specialised care with a single caregiver in the unique circumstances of the provider's own home. Research by Rusby et al. (2013) , Bromer and Henly (2004) , Fauth et al. (2012) , Fuller et al. (2004) and others illustrates the potential for home-based childcare to serve as an effective provision to support young children and their families, and to exert a positive influence on children's early learning experience. For instance, a study by Rusby et al. (2013) involving 198 family childcare providers investigated the quality indicators of child care practices using the Child Care Ecology Inventory (CCEI) measures in the social domain. It showed that the quality of homebased caregivers' attitudes and child-interactions were associated with positive child social behaviour, and that this had implications for children's learning and school readiness. Research by Bromer and Henly (2004) , and Fauth et al. (2012) demonstrated the potential of effective home-based settings to serve as a form of family support beyond the provision of direct childcare, while the empirical work undertaken by Fuller et al. (2004) on the differential quality between home-based and center-based settings indicated the propensity for home-based providers to better support the needs of low-income families who are in need of flexible childcare. These empirical findings have added to knowledge about home-based provision, but they also suggest the need to ensure a more nuanced analysis and interpretation of the evidence.
The following themes characterise the findings from this emerging body of research.
Home-Based Childcare Offers Family Support, Especially for Vulnerable Families
The very nature of home-based provision as care for young children in a home environment sets it apart from centrebased care. The research suggests that home-based caregivers are likely to provide a more personalised type of childcare, for instance, through the offer of care in a small group setting, flexible and extended hours to accommodate the needs of the family or parents, and the offer of more specialised services such as infant care (Fauth et al. 2012) . There is evidence of the potential role of home-based childcare as a crucial form of family support, particularly for children and families in low-income or disadvantaged communities who may experience barriers to accessing centre-based services (Bromer and Henly 2004, 2009; Garrity and McGrath 2011; Koh and Neuman 2009; NCB 2011; Rusby et al. 2013 ). Bromer and Henly (2004) state that the depth of involvement of a childcare provider in a child's family contributes to a ''more nuanced, multidimensional understanding of caregiving quality and its implications for children and family well being' ' (p. 942) and this has implications in particular for supporting the needs of disadvantaged families.
The literature describes a range of family support offered to parents, including emotional and personal support with parenting and family matters (Garrity and McGrath 2011; Hughes 1985) , social support in terms of personal friendships and social networks (Monroe and Dunn 1999) and more instrumental and practical support such as offering information on education, employment and financial matters (Bromer 2002; Bromer and Henly 2009; Garrity and McGrath 2011; Hughes 1985) . Both Hughes (1985 ) & Bromer (2002 highlight the role of home-based providers in offering extended care as a form of informal support network for families and personal support beyond their primary role as caregivers. Research by Bromer and Henly (2009) suggests that home-based providers function as valuable informal resources for parents and as an important extension of parents' social and family networks, even as they recognise that the nature of such a network remains relatively unexplored. Phrases such as ''sustained partnership'', ''personal, ongoing consistent relationship'' and ''symbiotic relationship with parents, school and community'' have been used by a number of authors to suggest an ecological, nested system of relationships between the home-based carer and families (Bromer and Henly 2004; Garrity and McGrath 2011; Kontos 1994; Powell 1987; Rusby et al. 2013 ). In addition, Bromer and Henly (2009) acknowledge there is limited knowledge about home-based, or indeed center-based providers' own perceptions of their role in terms of family support and responsibilities, as well as their expectations of the kinds of activities that form the scope of their work with the children and families. However, the research nonetheless suggests a hallmark of homebased caregivers' role is the support relationship that they establish with parents and families, and the valuable role they play beyond just childcare.
The Potential for Home-Based Childcare to Offer Children Personalised, Rich and Varied Learning
The literature shows that home-based childcare has the potential to provide a rich and varied learning environment for young children, particularly in settings where caregivers tailor their provision to individual children's interests, and mutually defined goals are set between the parents/and caregivers for children's learning and development (Freeman and Karlsson 2012; NCB 2011) . Reporting on Swedish and American data, Freeman and Karlsson (2012) present a collection of observation vignettes which show that home-based childcare ''hold[s] potential for high-quality learning'' (81) although such programmes often lack the recognition and support more commonly accorded to centre-based childcare. They contend that ''home-based educare'' (p. 88) offers opportunities for strong development and learning, while at the same time recognising the need for debate about what the home-based learning environment would entail and whether or not it is based on sound early childhood theory and principles. Fauth et al. (2012) note that ''[b]y and large, childminders were aware of the kind of learning opportunities that should be provided to children to promote their development and learning'' although in practice, they achieved varying degrees of success.
Mooney and Statham's (2003) cross-national comparative research reported on home-based provision across ten countries encompassing western and central Europe, New Zealand, Australia, the US and Britain. Such services are shown in these reports to play a significant role in providing a positive early experience for children. A consensus among the contributors is that home-based childcare not only serves as a major source of care for working parents but offers a potential source of education and learning opportunities for children and their families. However, the variations across countries in terms of how early years services are governed limits any generalisation of the findings. Bromer and Henly (2004) make a similar point about the potential for home-based childcare to engage children in rich and holistic learning. These authors maintain that when comparing centre-and home-based childcare, more positive caregiving in terms of adult-child interactions and support for children's learning was found in home-based care for infants and toddlers below preschool age, although the results were less positive for children in the older group.
Continuity of Care Between Home-School-FamilyCommunity
A third key theme to emerge from the literature review pertains to the continuity of care and consistency provided by a single caregiver, and the potential for home-based providers to develop close relationships and connections between the home, pre/school, family and community for the benefit of the child. Whereas early studies (Mayall and Petrie 1983a, b; Moss and Brannen 1987; Petrie 1984) showed that children attending home-based care experienced a good deal of discontinuity and change, more recent research indicates much greater continuity of care for young children and their families.
This literature review suggests that home-based childcare appears to play a pivotal role in supporting children's transitions and connections from preschool to primary school or from home to preschool and school environments. A small-scale study by Coplan et al. (2010) in Canada found that children who attended home-based child care showed less anxiety when starting primary school than children who attended centre-based care. An Australian study (Bowes et al. 2009 ) focusing on the transition between preschool and the first year of school reported similar findings in that home-based childcare provided useful support for children during their transition years. Within the UK, research on home-based childcare needs to be considered against the backdrop of ongoing policy developments. A report on childcare provision covered by Sure Start indicated that a key point about home-based provision is the continuity of personalised care, in terms of support ''from babyhood right through to school-age, and supporting their development, learning and play'' (DfES, 2004, p. 30) . This distinctive provision has the potential to create a positive early learning experience for young children.
Gaps in the Literature
At the start of this paper, we argued that there is a strong case for a research agenda to further investigate effective practices for home-based childcare provision. The literature review recognises the developing knowledge base but also points out the gaps and opportunities for future research. The review revealed limited information about how childminding provision might be assessed, how it links with child outcomes, and how children experience their home-based setting. In addition, the studies are often limited in scope and focus within their own countryspecific and cultural contexts. The gaps in the knowledge base can be construed in terms of three key themes.
Assessing Caregiver Practices and Home-Based Childcare Quality
While the majority of research studies indicate a general consensus about the value of a home-based early years environment, there is less agreement on what such a positive experience might look like or how such an environment may be conceived in practice. This is especially the case as home-based care providers vary in terms of their demographic profiles, levels of training, and perceived values and approaches to child care and education. The variability across settings and diversity among providers makes it difficult to generalise about practices and trends from the datasets, and so caution is needed when attempting to draw generalisations from the research. The existing literature also provides limited evidence about the quality of home-based caregiver practices and the longterm associations between home-based care experiences and children's outcomes.
One difficulty in assessing this association is the lack of a clear understanding of what a ''quality'' home-based childcare environment may entail. Owen (2003) asserts that ''the question of how to decide on what counts as quality'' (p. 148) is inherently problematic, particularly in homebased care. While the literature describes the potential for some home-based practices to influence children's experiences in a positive way, variations in findings and contexts make it difficult to provide a clear cut, empirically solid definition of a ''quality'' home-based environment. The issue of what constitutes ''quality'' in terms of children's developmental outcomes, child-caregiver relationship, caregiver characteristics, children's experience or other ''process'' factors remains contentious, although it has long been acknowledged that a new approach is needed in assessing ''quality'' beyond child development outcomes and other standardised measures (Harms and Clifford 1989; Monroe and Dunn 1999; Owen 2003) .
One explanation for the divergence in findings may be the major differences in data sets, methodology, and sampling strategies across the studies reviewed. Some studies were based on a particular cross-section of data, whereas others were much wider and longitudinal in scale and focus. Research investigations with different methods inevitably give rise to discrepant findings. Moreover, most studies used samples that were not representative of larger populations, with significant variations in confounding variables and effect sizes, as well as location and contexts in which the studies were undertaken, thereby limiting their external validity. A key gap in the knowledge base relates to assessment measures, especially given the absence of a precise definition of what a ''quality'' home-based environment entails. As Rusby et al. (2013) state, ''Unfortunately, quality of childcare has become an umbrella term without a clear, empirically supported definition.'' (p. 2); highlighting that a current challenge in the field is the lack of adequate measures of child care quality. The lack of comparable data is therefore a major limitation when reviewing the literature and careful consideration is needed when interpreting the findings.
Relationship Between Home-Based Childcare and Children's Outcomes
In a fast-changing early childhood landscape typified by limitations in finding a consensus as to what quality entails, the associations between home-based childcare and children's long term development and outcomes require further exploration. Rather than considering the effects of homebased childcare as universal, the influence of variables such as culture, social class, parental expectations, caregiver and child characteristics have to be taken into account when analysing relationships between quality of the environment and children's outcomes; and more specifically in regards to specific areas of development (e.g. social, language, communication, early literacy). Forry et al. (2013) argue that, from a research methodology standpoint, it is notoriously difficult to collect evidence on impact and outcomes of quality (Forry et al. 2013) . Research shows that the empirical evidence for the effects of childminding and home-based practices is inherently mixed. While some research shows that homebased childcare with its small group and intimate setting provides more opportunities for positive interactions between caregivers and children, other studies reveal lower child-adult interactions; often showing ambivalent or at best small moderating effects on development (Bigras et al. 2010; NCB 2011) . The potential effects of home-based childcare also vary for younger and older children, and according to the age mix of the group (Kryzer et al. 2007 ).
The mixed results about outcomes for children contribute to the argument for further research into the interplay of factors such as the setting's characteristics, caregivers' behaviours and children's engagement in order to understand the complicated and contextual nature of young children's care and education experience in homebased settings. An implication from this literature review is therefore needed to provide evidence and articulate the distinctive dimensions of home-based settings compared to centre-based provision. Research data also are needed to explore the impact of differences in terms of the flexibility, intimacy and personalised type of services. In sum, a crucial area which warrants closer investigation is the ways in which home-based childcare provides a pedagogical approach to children's developmental and educational outcomes that is distinct from other types of childcare.
Children's Everyday Experiences in Childminding and Similar Home-Based Settings
Studies which focus directly on children's everyday experiences and their perceptions of home-based settings are relatively sparse. With the exception of a handful of country-specific studies, children's experiences and voices are seldom found in the research (Hoskins et al. 1999; Huttunen 1992; Kryzer et al. 2007; Weinberger 2006) . Out of the 278 documents identified from the database search, only 22 relate directly to children's experiences in a homebased childminding context. The rather limited information on the nature of children's experiences in childminding settings suggests the need for further research on homebased practices. This review therefore identifies children's voices and experiences as an important direction for future research. Although some research has indicated the potential for home-based experiences to be an effective form of provision, the meaningful connections which occur between children and childminders are not prominent in the literature. If childminding, as a model of practice, is encapsulated within a holistic, ecological framework as some of the literature appears to suggest, then a closer examination of children's perspectives on their experiences will undoubtedly provide valuable insights into the culture and nature of home-based childcare. It also raises the possibility of identifying a particular type of ecology or key elements that are distinctive to the nature of home-based childcare, and how it varies across specific cultural contexts and reflecting local and national influences.
Conclusion
The focus of this research was to identify knowledge and insights into home-based childcare and how such settings contribute to the care and education of children. The database search reveals emerging research on such childcare practices, but, in general, rather limited information on the characteristics of the home-based childcare environment, and the differences between home-based and centre-based childcare. There is little evidence on the day-to-day interactions that occur in home-based settings focusing on children's experiences and from the perspective of children. Yet, home-based childcare remains an integral, almost indispensable childcare service in many societies around the world as more parents with young children at all income levels enter the labour force. As the demand for high quality, accessible, and affordable childcare grows, so does the importance of evidencing the practices of home-based childcare and its impact.
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